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・ 滝口直子：female shamans in Miyako islands（宮古
島の女性シャーマン）（1984）
・ 高松敬吉：『青森県下北郡の民間巫女（サンヤマサ
イタコ）の三人の人生史 Life History ― その後』
（2007）
・ 小林栄：relationships between itako and Osorezan
（イタコと恐山の関係）












・ Carmen Blacker （カーメン・ブラッカー）：『The











・ Gerald Groemer（ジ ェ ラ ル ド ・ グ ロ ー マ ー）：
オシラサマ　青森県立郷土館蔵
写真：マリアンナ　ザネッタ
15Aiming at the Research into Nonwritten Cultural Materials


































・ 1952 年：21～22 人ほど
・ 1964 年：1952 年とほぼ同数
・ 1970 年：大祭には 33 人のイタコが出席。この他
に、大祭の数日前に去ったイタコが 8 人
・ 1993 年：15 人
・ 2012 年：2 人（青山さん、小笠原さん）
・ 2014 年：3 人（青山さん、小笠原さん、松田さん）
宮城でも同様に巫者は減少傾向にある（川村 1994）。









































































































The disappearing shamans of Tōhoku
 East Asian Civilisations Research Centre　Marianna Zanetta
Introduction
　The present work wants to deal with the specific area 
of Tōhoku, and with the female folk-religious practitio-
ners that go under the names of itako.
　Itako represent a peculiarity in the Japanese folk reli-
gions : traditionally they were blind from the birth, or be-
came blind in the early childhood, and the shamanic ac-
tivity was chosen as a consequence of this physical 
handicap. It is exactly this element which caused polem-
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ics from different scholars and shamanism experts who 
questioned the authenticity of their experience and even 
the possibility to include it in the field of shamanism.
　The main point of interest in my research, is the con-
nection between the itako practices and the world of the 
dead, particularly considering that their main activity is, 
at present, the kuchiyose ritual, through which the itako 
call the spirit of the dead and allows them to talk with 
their living relative.
　To talk about itako, we need to face different anthropo-
logical topics.
　The first one is the notion of shamananism. Shaman-
ism has been one of the most analyzed, used （and mis-
used） and studied concept and theoretical construct in 
the history of anthropology. 
　Given the abundant literature produced on the topic 
before and after Eliadeʼs contribution to the discussion, 
and the important surveys and investigations from vari-
ous fields of study and researchers, it will be fundamental 
to deconstruct the definition provided by Eliade, and lo-
cate the subject in the new course of study, following in 
particular, Roberte Hamayon　who criticizes the general 
tendency of western researcher to focus almost exclu-
sively on the figure of the shaman forgetting the his or 
her social position. In connection to this, Hamayon is re-
nowned is her new approach to the concept of “trance”,
“ecstasy” and the like, and their appropriate use in the 
study of shamanism, while making wider use of the con-
cept of “role” as a means to interpret the shamanic expe-
rience. 
Theoretical settings
　From a theoretical point of view, due to the nature of 
my research, it is necessary to introduce some concepts 
that are the basis for a new approach to the study of reli-
gions.
1. Complexity
　Complexity is a character of every cultural reality, with 
the consequence that there are no simple traditions. 
　Religions are complex beliefs systems. 
　The main element that characterize religious systems 
as complex systems is the notion of religion as creation 
of knowledge that must account for the intricacy of reali-
ty.
・ Religion are a defensive reaction of human kind 
against the complexity of the existence ; religion has 
a static dimension （that creates order and sense） 
and a more dynamic character （in the moments of 
individual creations）.
・ The link between religions and complexity can be 
best perceived in the local, marginal contexts ; while 
the great institutionalized religions tend to reduce 
the complexity towards dogmatic stiffening, many 
local traditions value the exploration of the complex-
ities which allow more flexibility and creativity. 
・ A religious system is an interaction between individ-
ual experiences on one hand, and collective symbols 
and meaning, and standardize practices on the oth-
ers ; these practices and meanings are not timeless, 
but they interact with the complexity of the exis-
tence. 
Cultural Creativity
　Complexity is strongly related to creativity, its emer-
gence or its prevention. 
　Cultural creativity is the capacity of every human soci-
ety to create new and unpredictable structures, given 
specific extraordinary situations. 
In order to find cultural creativity, we have to recognize 
some preliminary conditions : 
‒  firs of all, it is bound to the reception from the social 
structure. 
‒  Secondly, for an innovation to be accepted, it has to 
answer to some social ambition or need. It is a con-
dition always resulting from experiences of social 
sharing. 
The notion of cultural creativity 
‒  It helps clarifying the culturesʼ capacity in given his-
torical situations, to face change through the genera-
tion of new models ; 
‒  it reinforces the importance of fieldwork as a funda-
mental moment to face the variety and the complex-
ity of the different societies, and of the multiple and 
often problematic relationship they maintain with 
each other.
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Anthropo-poiesis
　The notions and theories suggested above lead to the 
introduction of a new anthropological theory developed 
in the last decade : the notion of anthropo-poiesis. 
　This expression is here employed with the meaning of 
building of the man （human being）.
This theoretical concept arises from three main ele-
ments : 
‒  the constructivist theories, widely popular in social 
and human sciences, with their ideas of construc-
tion, invention, fiction ; 
‒  the ideology acknowledging the fact that many soci-
eties studied by ethnographers have themselves a 
very interesting interpretation of rituals （expecially 
initiation, as we will see properly in the case of ita-
ko） revolving around the idea of building / generat-
ing human being ; 
‒  and finally the theory of human original incomplete-
ness, deriving from paleo-anthropological and neuro-
scientific fields. 
　It is a concept that originates from the assumption that 
humanity is fabricated and modeled each time; the task 
to shape humanity in its variety is ascribed to the societ-
ies, that can recognize or hide this role.
　This theory emphasizes not only the biological but also 
the cultural human incompleteness. 
‒  To rely heavily on culture weakened some human 
biological functions, 
‒  Culturally determined solutions, being particular and 
specific, are themselves a source of incompleteness
　Since every cultural action is an act of selection, it pro-
duces historical and social peculiarities, and this leads to 
the notion of plasticity : 
‒  Human being is plastic, subject to a variety of shap-
ing action, following a casual modeling （like in ev-
eryday gestures）. This is a continuous shaping pro-
cess that humans undergo unaware, in the flow of 
the daily social life. 
‒  There is also a deliberate project, an anthropo-poiet-
ic design （such as family, state, schools, institutions, 
ec..）., side by side with the previous ; this leads to 
the definition of the actual agents and the objects of 
such shaping action. Here lies the connection with 
power.
‒  Lastly, it is important to take into consideration the 
importance of rituals - initiations in particular: these 
are the moments in which the members of a society 
become aware of the shape of their community, and 
question the devices and the techniques employed to 
achieve such shape.
Methodology
　This work relies on bibliographic materials, and on a 
fieldwork that began in 2012 and continues today （2017）. 
The main area of interest was the Tōhoku region, specifi-
cally the prefecture of Aomori. 
The primary sources used for the analysis : 
‒  my observations during fieldwork in the local area 
and religious festivals, 
‒  interviews with itako practitioners, kamisama, some 
of their clients, different Shintō priest in Hachinohe 
and Hirosaki, and Buddhist monks, at the Osorezan, 
in Hachinohe, Aomori and Hirosaki, 
‒  interviews and exchanges with scholars from similar 
background and field studies, academics from differ-
ent Universities in Japan, and outside the country 
（Tōkyō, Sendai, Iwate, USA and Canada）.
‒  Interview with experts at the Aomori Kenritsu Kyo-
dokan, who spoke about the decrease in itako num-
ber.
‒  Interview with public officers at Aomori Prefectural 
offices, and the analysis of videos of the late 90s, and 
pictures that date back to the beginning of the 2000s.
‒  consultation of booklets, magazines, newspaper, in-
ternet website. 
The Blind Fusha experience
Preliminary analysis of the previous researches and 
theories
Specific previous researches 
‒  Kawamura Kunimitsu - fusha in Miyagi prefecture 
（1994）,
‒  Satō Noriaki - kamisama initiation （1981）,
‒  Kitahara Kanako - Tsugaru itako,
‒  Takiguchi Naoko - female shamans in Miyako is-
lands （1984）,
‒  Matsumoto Keikichi （2007） / Kobayashi Sakae - re-
lationships between itako and Osorezan. 
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‒  Ikegami Yoshimasa – kamisama and folk practitio-
ners
‒  Omichi Haruka
‒  Murakami Aki and Ioannis Gaitanidis
　These researches offer first-hand information about the 
actual situation of the various regions and allow us to fol-
low the development of the fusha practice and the main 
trends in their profession. 
Alongside, important work （from Japanese and westerns 
researchers） about Japanese shamanism are : 
‒  Sakurai Tokutaro, （Nihon Shamanizumu no Kenkyu, 
“Research on Japanese shamanism”1988）
‒  Hori Ichirō （Nihon no Shamanizumi, “Japanese 
Shamanism”, 1971）
‒  Carmen Blacker, with her extensive study on Japa-
nese shamanism, “The Catalpa Bow”, even if she 
lacks a proper historical background, 
‒  Alain Miller, who mainly focuses on the Tōhoku 
practitioners and the mythology connected, （1993, 
1995）,
‒  Massimo Raveri, with a deep analysis on Japanese 
religiosity in connection with shamanic and ascetic 
practices （1998, 2006）,
‒  Gerald Groemer, and his study of female shamans in 
eastern Japan during the Edo period （2007）,
‒  Barbara Ruch and her study on medieval shamanism 
（1991）,
‒  Anne Bouchy with an intense work on female blind 
shamanism in the Kyoto area （1992）,
‒  Peter Knecht with reports and study on the north-
east blind shamans and their kuchiyose practices 
（1997）.
Definitions and main traits
From at least the Edo period, Tōhoku had a tradition of 
different shamanic practitioners that followed a main dis-
tinction : 
‒  Blind fusha very numerous in the past, but that for a 
concurrency of different reasons are rapidly decreas-
ing ; 
⃝ Blind fusha have a wider range of names ac-
cording to the locations : itako, ichiko, miko 
（migodo）, onakama, waka, agata, ogamisama or 
okamin.
⃝ the blind fusha are popular for their activity as 
medium, with the ritual called kuchiyose, the 
calling of the dead. They also perform a variety 
of other ritual （such as kami-oroshi, oshirasama-
asobase, uranai ecc.）, and especially in the past 
they were renowned as local healers.
‒  Sighted fusha, that are increasing in number though 
not so much in popularity. 
⃝ Sighted are generally called hayari-gamisama, 
kamisama, sensei. 
⃝ the sighted fusha perform almost exclusively 
kamigoto and divination rituals
Itako numbers and presence
Combining previous data and my recent observations, we 
can attest the following trend: 
‒  1952: about 21/22 itako ; 
‒  1964: the number is roughly the same. 
‒  1970: 33 itako attending the taisai, + 8 who left 
some days before. 
‒  1993: 15 itako 
‒  2012: 2 itako （Aoyama and Ogasawara）
‒  2014: 3 itako （Aoyama, Ogasawa and Matsuda）.
The same trend is evident in Miyagi （Kawamura）; 
‒  in 1984, 44 ogamisama and about 138 kamisama; 
‒  in more recent years （2000ʼs） ogamisamaʼs number 
dropped to barely a dozen.
　They donʼt represents all the itako practitioners in Ao-
mori-ken, but the fluctuation is symptomatic of a general 
tendency in the whole Tōhoku area. 
The reasons are varied : 
‒  The active itako and ogamisama are getting older, 
they are retiring or reducing their activity, and most 
of them died in the recent years. 
‒  There is a difficulty to find new apprentices
⃝ the spread of healthcare has prevented some 
diseases to lead to blindness ; 
⃝ the welfare system and the compulsory educa-
tion provided valid alternatives to blind girls. 
Meeting with the itako: the present-day 
situation
At present, I could meet three itako : 
‒  Nakamura-san（born in the Thirties, completely 
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blind）; 
‒  Aoyama-san（born 1932, sighted）; 
‒  Matsuda-san（born 1972, sighed, the last itako）; 
Nakamura-san
‒  Like the traditional itako, she is from a farmer family 
of the rural north, in tight circumstances 
‒  She experience a dramatic sight loss at a young age
‒  Her entrance in the practice is the consequence of a 
very precise family choice, a social attitude toward 
the blind, and an economic condition which offered 
no other choices.
Aoyama-san and Matsuda-san show clear signs of sepa-
ration from this traditional image : 
‒  Neither of them is blind
‒  neither of them entered the practice for economic 
reasons
⃝ Aoyama-san represents a rare case of heredi-
tary vocation （since her mother, blind, was an 
itako） and continued in the family path, con-
scious of the peculiarity of her situation
⃝ Matsuda-san entered the practice following 
what she described as a purely personal voca-
tion, after a life changing experience with an 
older itako
The three women may indeed well represent the shifting 
in the practice in two senses : 
‒  they underline the possible variations within a given 
tradition （Nakamura-san and Aoyama have the same 
age）
‒  they show the possible paths that this tradition may 
take in the future
This can be considered an example of cultural creativity : 
‒  a given cultural model （the itako practice） under-
goes significant, and sometimes conscious modifica-
tions, based here on external reasons （the absence 
of blindness for various reasons）
‒  These modifications may lead to new solutions and 
individual innovations ; the sighted practitioners took 
on a role reserved to the blind and managed to es-
tablished themselves as recognized itako.
Changes in the practices
Types of ritual : 
‒  The three women asserted that in the past itako 
were renowned for a varied range of practices, 
⃝ Kamioroshi
⃝ Kuchiyose
⃝ Oshirasama asobase 
⃝ Maijina and uranai
⃝ Healing rituals
⃝ Ecc..
‒  Today they are mainly associated with the kuchiyose 
and the communication with the dead.
Kuchiyose ritual too underwent some modifications : 
‒  shrinking in the performance （especially at Osore-
zan）; 
‒  privatization of the performance with the abandon-
ment of some collective rituals ; 
‒  the disappearance of some specific kuchiyose （ie, 
the 49th day kuchiyose）; 
Moments for the practices
‒  until the beginning of the 2000s, itako were partici-
pating in several matsuri and local celebrations, 
among which osorezan taisai, jizo matsuri in Gos-
hogawara and the Iwaki-san taisai were the more re-
nowned. Aside from these public moments, itako 
held private rituals for their clients in different mo-
ments of the year
‒  Today, they refer to have sensibly reduced the 
events : 
⃝ Aoyama-san and Nakamura-san donʼt attend 
any taisai anymore, and due to health issues are 
also reducing the private meetings
⃝ Matsuda-san is still very active at the Osore-
zan taisai and in the private meeting, but she 
could introduce a new form of event : the meet-
ing at the Makado onsen in Noheji, organized in 
association with the hotel managers, a travel 
company in Yanagita prefecture （that organize 
group tours）, and a travel company in Tokyo
　This opens to the consideration of a significant shifting 
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of the itako practices toward a post-contemporary for of 
religious sensibility, in which a new fascination for new 
form of shamanism is evident, and a new contact with 
the dead is strongly sought for.
　Both Matsuda and Aoyama were strongly concerned 
with the great number of “fake” itako now propagating in 
all Aomori : these are considered false practitioners that 
exploit the name itako to offer uranai and healing ritual 
in various area of Hachinohe, and most of all on internet : 
‒  numerous website of “itako uranai” offer the possi-
bility to contact the itako via telephone and have a 
kuchiyose performed on the phone; this women, 
though are not recognized as itako by the actual 
practitioners.
